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Pros, Cons
and Contras

Hinis of a deal with
Nicaraguc, and even Congress?

A s the Reagan Administration shuffied
its lineup of Central American policy-
makers. the mos: controversial aspect of
that pobicy seemed 10 be producing signs of
an opporuumiry for diplomatic movement.
Harassec by US.-backed guerrillas oper-
aung along its borders, the Marxisi-led
Sandinistz government of Nicaragua gave
subtle hints that it might be willing to make
a deal. The suggestion was made by Sandi-
nistz Leaders Daniel Ortegz Saavedra anc

Sergic Ramirez Mercado in interviews :

with TDVE (see box), and wes embedded in

the usuzi condemnations of US. policy.
Ortegz anc Ramirez not only restaied Nic-
a2raguz’s Jongsiznding willingness 10 ink
the Two issues in pegoliations. but also reit-
eraled their desire for such 2 dialogue with
fresk urgency. They also ofiered perhaps
the ciezres: officiz] admission to date that
the conrras ha ve becorne 2 major worry for
Nigcaraguz. Sai¢ Ramirezz “What we

~ would like te alk about with the US. is2

-eige ASzirs Commitiee, realizing that a

mutuz] commitment”—an end to US.
backing o] the conrras in excbange for the
Sandinisias’ stopping any suppon that the
US. car prove they are providing for Sal-
vadorarn guerriilas based in Nicaraguz. It
remzins guesiionabie just what the Sandi-
nisizs wouid accept as proof and how they
coulc be kept tothe terms of 2 possible deal.

Paradoxically, the sign that the San-
dinistes might be budging came as the
Administraton was facing an increasing-
ly stubborz Congress over the persisient
questior: ¢f whether the US. should be §-
nancing lbe conrras at all. Many Con-
gressmer think nol. Their concern was
beightened last week by the assassination
of Lieu. Commander Albernt Schaufel-
berger in the Salvadoran capital of San
Salvador. But there is growing anxiery
among other members of Congress that
they ma)y be blamed if Central Amenica

_goes Communist. Before Jast week's assas-

sinatior ¢/ Commander Schaufelberger,
the House Inteliigence Commitiee voled
10 cut 05 U.S. coven 2id 10 the estimated
7.000 corrras in Nicaraguz. However,
moderzle Democrats in the House For-

straigh! cutof would never get by the Sen-

a1e o7 tne President, are trying 10 work out’
a compromuse.
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lg tpe Senate. the majority of members
are willing 10 give the Administration the
benefit of the doubt. a1 least for & while.
The Senate Intelligence Commitiee has
agreed 10 continue funds for the U.S. clan-
destine action against the Sandinistas until
SepL. 30, and only afierward will require
further approva] of such money. The Ad-
ministration hopes that both houses will

go for & compromise along those lines.
Among the specific proposals discussed 1s
a possible bicameral veto of covert action,

. or the formation of 2 special congressional
! commitiee With velo power over such ac-
. tiviry. Either way, it would mean offiering

Congress unprecedented authority over
the clandestine dealings of the Cla.
The congressional ruckus was symp-

|

tomatic of 2 rising climate in Washington |

of suspicion and concern about the Rea-
gan Administration’s tactics in dealing
witk Nicaraguz. The Administration has
long charged the Sandinisiz regime with
funneling arms 10 and fomentng revolu-
uon in neighboring El Salvador at the be-
hest of Cubz and the Soviet Union. The
White House has continuously vowed 1o
halt that activity by any means possible.
Among those means has been backing the
contras, on the grounds that their funcuon
has been 10 interdict the fiow of arms

from Nicaragua.
N ow, however, the initial operation
seems 10 have gone well beyond this
aim. US. officials have been talkang about
the benefits of “symmetry.” the laiest
buzzword in Washingion. By symmetry
Administration policyrmakers mean doing
10 the Sandinistas whai the Sandinisias
are doing 10 the government of E] Salva-
dor, namelv backing & group of insurgents
aimed ai its overthrow. Some US. ofb-
cials are convinced of the need 10 harass
the Nicaraguans in order 10 impress upon

them the pouon that they cannot expori
revolution with impunity. Symmeury
could come 1o imply that the Sandinistas
may have 10 negoliate 2 political accom-
modation with the contras along the lines

of the negotiaied power sharing that some .

Jefusts in El Salvador are seeking. Some

US. officials would like 10 see the eventu-

a) collapse of the Mapaguan government,
which bas become increasingly towalitar-
jan in its domestic policies, and increas-

" ingly unpopular. Certainly that is what

the Sandimistas believe is the main AGd-

ministration motive. Said Ramirez: “If he |
could do it, Reagan would finish us of |

with & neutron bomb. But he can’t. so he’s

using the conmas instead.” For its parn.
the White House last week continued to
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emphasize that 11s pohcies are withan the
scope of congressiona) restrictions, in that
the conrras are clearly not strong enough
1o defeat the heavily armed Nicaraguan
defense forces—a fact that even some Ad-
ministration opponents concede.

The uncenainty about the Adminis-
tration’s inientions has not been alleviai-
ed by President Reagan’s recent refer-
ences 1o the contras as *“freedom fighters™
and by reports of significant increases in
the size of the conrra forces. Earlier this
vear, the US.-backed guerrillas num-
bered only about 2.000 10 3.000, less than
half their current strength.

In addition, the contras bave been
stepping up the frequency and ferocity of
their raids in recent weeks. There is fear

of more attacks as the counterrevolution-
aries Uy 10 establisk permanent bases on
Nicaraguan soil. “That is 2 terrible pros-
pect.” says the Sandinistas’ Ramirez. “Al-
ready this vezr we have had 500 military
and civilian casualties in the fghting with
the coniras. In the US. the proporional
Joss would be about 50,000 peopie.”
S uch pressure could be 2 major factor
encouraging the Sandinistas 1o swrike |
z bargzin with the US. 10 call off the con-
rras. The problem is that Nicaragua has
long been willing to discuss such a deal—
but unwilling 1o do anything about its side

of the pulative bargain. For more than '}
two vears. the Sandinisias have offered 10 |

| souelch any support from their termiory

for the Se)vadoran guerrilles if the U.S.
woulé onlv provide hard information

: about the location of the aid—an offer re-
i peated in Onega’s interview with TIME.

For nearly a2 year, the U.S. has pointed 10
the exisience of a Salvadoran guerrilla
command center in the suburban out- !
skirts of the Nicaraguan capital of Mana- :
guz. The Sandinistas have just as pointed-
)y ignored the US. information. None-
theless, officials in Washingion have ex-
pressed interes! in the Jatest Nicaraguan
ofier of cooperation. They would hardly
believe in Nicaraguan sincerity, however,
if the Managua command station did not
shul down.

Late last week the Staie Department

' auempted 10 back up its claims of Nicara-

guan aid 10 the Sa.lvadoran rebels by re-
Jeasing its second White Paper in two
vears on the subject (the first was issued in
February 1981). Once again Washingion
asseried that Cuba, with Soviet help, was
trving 10 “consolidate contro) of the San-
dinistz directorate in Nicaragua and 10
overthrow the governments of El Salva-
dor and Guatemala.”
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